Rosemary L. Bray
“So How Did | Get Here?”

Rosemary L. Bray is g former editor of The New York Times Book Review. She is the auther of Unafraid
of the Dark, (1998) about African-American attitudes and identity.

Ms. Bray describes her experiences growing Up on welfare in Chicago, and suggests ways in which the
question of welfare is also one of race and womern as weil. :

Growing up on welfare was a story I had planned to tell a long time from now, when I had children”
of my own. My childhood on Aid to Families with Dependent Children (A.F.D.C.) was going to be.
one of those stories I would tell my kids about the bad old days, an urban legend equivalent to Abe’
Lincoln studying by firelight. But I know now I cannot wait, because in spite of a wealth of evidenc

about the true nature of welfare and poverty in America, the debate has turned ugly, vicious an'(:_l_'
racist. The “welfare question” has become the race guestion and the woman question in disguise,

and so far the answers bode well for no one. _
In both blunt and coded terms, comfortable Americans more and more often bemoan th
waste of their tax money on lazy black women with a love of copulation, a horror of birth cont
and a lack of interest in marriage. Were it not for the experiences of half my life, were I not blac
and female and of a certain age, perhaps I would be like so many people who blindly accept th
lies and distortions, half-truths and wrongheaded notions about welfare. But for hetter or worse,
do know better. I know more than I want to know about being poot. T know that the welfare syste
is designed to be inadequate, to leave its constituents on the edge of survival. I know because T
been there. o
And finally, I know that perhaps even more dependent on welfare than its recipients are’
large number of Americans who would rather accept this patchwork of economic horrors than ful
address the real needs of real people. :
My mother came to Chicago in 1947 with a fourth-grade education, cut short by workin;
the Mississippi fields. She pressed shirts in a laundry for a while and later waited tables ina rest
rant, where she met my father. Mercurial and independent, with a sixth-gréde education
Arkansas-born father worked at whatever came to hand. He owned a lunch wagon for a time
prepared food for hours in our kitchen on the nights before he took the wagon out. S_ometi_n._l_e'
hauled junk and sold it in the open-air markets of Maxwell Street on Sunday mornings. Eight .
after they met—seven years after they married—I was born. My father made her quit her jot
work, he told her, was taking care of me. By the time I was 4, I had a sister, a brother and and
brother on the way. My parents, like most other American couples of the 1950s, had the
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cam—2 husband who worked, a wife who stayed home, & family of spniling children.
AfricamAmerican couples, their American dream was an illusion.

_ e corner of Berkeley Avenue and 45th Street is long gone. The other houses
id, he neighborhood is an emptier, bleaker place. When we moved there, it was
..of.old Jimestones with peveled glass windows, a1 falling 10t0 vague disrepall- Home was a

o apartment on the first floor. in what must have been the public T00MS of a formerly grand

The rent Was $110a month. All of us Kids slept in the big front ro0m. Because 1 was the old-

+d abed of my OWD: pear a big plate-glass window.

My mother and father had been married for several years before she realized he was @ gam-
ﬁo'would never stay away from the track. By the time We moved to Berkeley Avenus, Daddy
sending 1MOTE time gambling, and bringing home less and less money and more and more
‘Mama's simplest requests Were met with rage. They fought once for hours when she asked for

ey t0 buy @ tube of lipstick. It didn’t help that 1 always seemed to need a doctor. 1 bad allergies
ronchitis sO severe that 1 nearly died one Sunday after church when 1 was about 3.

t was around this time that my mother decided to sign up for AFD.C. She explained to the
sorket that Daddy wasn’t home much, and when he was he didn’t have any money. Daddy was
us, Mama was adamant. «There were times when we hardly had a loaf of pread 10 nere,” she

_«Jg was close. 1 wasn’t going tO let you all go hungry:

re closed a doO¥ petween my parents that never reopened. She joined the ranks
nskilled women who were forced to trn o {he state for the security their men could not provide.
sterile relationship between perself and the State of I1inois, Mama found an autonomy denied
by my father. It was she who could decide, at last, some part of her own fate and ours. AEDC.
egated marginally productive men like my father to the ranks of failed patriarchs who no longet
ontrolled the destiny of their families. Like so many of his peers, be could no longet afford the
uxury of a woman who did as she was told because her economic life depended on it. Daddy became
one of the shadow men who walked out back doors as cageworkers came in through the front. Why
did he acquiesce’ For all his anget, for all bis frightening brutality, he loved us, 80 much that he

allowed his pride and periodically ceased to exist 8O that we might SUrvive.
In 1960, the year My mother went o1 public aid, the poverty threshold for a family of five in
United States was 43,560 and the monthly payment to 2 family of five from the State of Tilinois

as $182.56, a total of $2,190.72 a year. Once the $110 rent was paid, Mama Was 1eft with $72.56 2
fonth to take care of all the other expenses. By any standard, we were poor. All our lives were pro-
scribed by the narrow line between Dot quite and just enough.

What did it take t0 live? ‘

1t took the Kindness of friends as well as strangers, the charity of churches, low expectations,
deprivation and patience. i can’t begin tO count the hours gpent in long lines, Jong waits, long walks
in pursuit of basic things. A visit to alocal clinic {(one housing doctors. 8 dentist and pharmacy in an
incredibly crowded series of rooms) invariably ook the better part of 2 day; I never saW the same
doctor twice.

: Tt took, as well, 2 turning of our collective backs on the letter of a law that required reporting

- even a small and important miracle like 2 present of $5.

All families have their secrets, but 1 remember the weight of an extra urden. In a world where
caseworkers werc empowered to probe into every nook and cranny of our lives, silence became:
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defense. Even now, there are things I will not publicly discuss because 1 cannot shake the fear that

we might be hounded by the state, eager to prosecule us for the crime of survival.
All my memories of our years on A.ED.C. are seasoned with unease. It’s painful to remember

how much every penny counted, how even a gap of 25 cents could make a difference in any given

week. Few people understand how precarious life is from welfare check to welfare check, how the

word “extra” has no meaning. Late mail, a bureaucratic mix-up . . . and a carefully planned method

of survival lies in tatters.
What made our lives work as well as they did was my mother’s genius at making do—worn

into her by a childhood of rural poverty—along with her vivid imagination. She worked at home
endlessly, shopped ruthlessly, bargained, cajoled, charmed. Her food store of choice was the one
that stocked pork and beans, creamed corn, sardines, Vienna sausages and potted meat all at 10
cents a can. Clothing was the stuff of rummage sales, trips to Goodwill and bargain basements,
where thin cotton and polyester reigned supreme. Our shoes came from a discount store that sold

two pairs for $5.

It was an uphill climb,
day lives. Yet I remember how much it paine
help her teach me how to read when I was 3, found
by each of us in furn. Her biggest worry was that we would grow up unc

us in parochial school.
When one caseworker angrily questioned how she could afford to send four children to St

Ambrose School, my mother, who emphatically declared “My kids need an education,” told her it -
was none of her business. (In fact, the school had a volume discount of sorts; the price of tuition
dropped with cach child you sent. I still don’t know quite how she managed it.) She organized our
lives around church and school, including Mass every morning at 7:45. My brother was an altar boy;
I laid out the vestments each afternoon for the next day’s Mass. She volunteered as a chaperone for.
every class trip, sat with us as we did homework she did not understand herself. She and my fathe:
reminded us again and again and again that every book, every test, every page of homework was i

fact a ticket out and away from the life we lived. _
My life on welfare ended on June 4, 1976-—a month after my 21st birthday, two weeks after [

graduated from Yale. My father, eaten up with cancer and rage, lived just long enough to know th
oldest two of us had graduated from college and were on our OWN. Refore the decade ended, all of _u_S_;
had left the welfare rolls. The eldest of my brothers worked at the post office, assumed support. f
my mother (who also went {0 work, as a companion to an elderly woman) and earned his mast

degree at night. My sister married and got a job at a bank. My baby brother parked cars and found 2
wife. Mama’s biggest job was done at last; the investment made in our lives by the State of Tilii
had come to fruition. Five people on welfare. for 18 years had become five working, taxpayi
adults. Three of us went to college, two of us finished; one of us has an advanced degree; all-of’

can take care of ourselves.
Ours was a best-case phenomenon,

but there was no time for reflection; we were too busy with our every-
d me to know that Mama, who recruited a neighbor to
herself left behind by her eldest daughter, then
ducated, so Mama enrolled

based on the synergy of church and state, the goverri__

and the private sector and the thousand points of light that we called friends and neighbo
there was something more: What fueled our dreams and fired our belief that our lives could changs

for the better was the promise of the civil rights movement and the war on poverty—for mill

African-Americans the defining events of the 1960s. Caught up in the heady atmosphere of
and ideas but with amazing images Of:'_bl.

nent change, our world was filled not only with issues
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ed rights and freedoms. We knew other people lived dif-

din the STUEE

, we aid, we knew we didn’t have much, but we didn’t mind, because we knew it

: mother porrowed 2 phrase 1 had tead t0 her once from Dick Gregory’s auto-
as often as she sang hymns in the kitchen.

ot broke. She would repeat it often,
ade famous: «Move On Up 2 Little Higher.”

edito sing @ spiritual Mahalia Jackson had m

any others, Mama was singing about earth as well as heaven.

s are the things 1 remember every time 1 read another article outlining Americ
about the welfare debate comes from listening to & host of lies, distor

7 rage i feel
ons—and taking them petsonally.
1 know of few women—on welfare

1 know not all women Ol welfare
are too young; many are
great many more have pushed the

1e for long-deni

'Q...

1785

a's welfare
tions and

op off—with my mother’s grace and
are cut from the same cloth. Some are

without husbands. A few have made

rules on outside income o

4m DO fool.
and stamina.
in_e'are ground down. Some
“fraud a lucrative careet; a
£y 1imits.

50 know that none of these things justif
rather than an acknowledgment of need.
and medical asgistance.

But all manner of sociologists and

cter and wor-

{fare a test of chara
ment for i-

¥ our making we
Near-sainthood should not be 2 require

policy gurus continue to equate 1s5ues that simply aren’t

u'l_valent-——welfare, race, raies of poverty, crime, marriage and childbirthﬁand to reach conclu-

that serve 10 demonize the poor More than one gsocial arbiter would have us believe that we
the most severe &

¢ all been mistaken for the last 30 yearsr-—that the efforts to relieve ffects of
sty have not only failed but have 8eTve {0 increase and expand the ranks of the poor- in

d instead
ping women, children and men from starvation, we are told, we have also kept them from self-
ficiency. In our zeal to do good, we have un ethic, the family and thus, by as-

dermined the work
ciation, the countr’y itself.

So how did 1 get here?
_ Despite attempts 10 misconsirue and discredit the social programs
en saved—my life, certain facts remain, Poverty was reduced by 39
990, according to the Census Bureat from 22.2 percent to 13.5 percent
at is far too many poot people, but the rate 18 considerably JoweT ¢han it might have been if we had
hrown up our hands and reminded ourselves that the poor will always be with us. Of black women
_fmsidered “highly dependent, 1fare for more than seven years. §1 percent of their
al report stated;

qal

and policies that changed— -
percent between 1960 and
of the nation’s population.

+ {hat s, on W&
olls, a 1992 Congression

L of
; 5 daughters grow up to live productive lives off the welfare T
i a the 19 percent who become second-generation welfare recipients can nardly be said to constitute an
he vast majority of Af.rican-Amcricans are NOW working OF mid-
ifically between 1960 and

epidemic of welfare dependency- T
nt that occurred in the pas

dle class, an achieveme
11973, the years of expansion in the very same gocial progra
hich 1 changed from girl to woman. learned tO read and think, gradu-
zen.

hose were the same years inw
be a working woman, & taxpayer, & citi
1 welfare recipi-

ated from high schoo! and college, came t0
lity that the typica
e cloth

In spite of a1l the snccesses W know of, D spite of the rea
tinued 10 fashion from whol
jve capacity

{ 30 years, most spect
ms that it is SO popular now 10 savage.

But
m‘?ﬁ_ Cent is a white woman with young children, ideologues have con
18 the specter of the mythical black welfare mother, complete with a prodigious reproduct
7iness, accompanied by the uncaring and equally 1azy black man in her life who will

~ and a galling 12
his family.

: " not work, will not marty her and will not support
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Why has this myth been promoted by some of the best (and the worst) people in government, vOe©
academia, journalism and industry? One explanation may be that the constant presence of poverty am)
frustrates cven the best-intentioned among us. It may also be because the myth allows for denial " lon
about who the poor in America really are and for denial about the depth and intransigence of racism T for
regardless of economic status. And because getting tough on welfare is for some a first-class career N
move; what better way to win a position in the next administration than to trash those people least " tha
able to respond? And, finally, because it serves to assure white Americans that lazy black people © - mo
aren’t getting away with anything. ' ' tha
Many of these prescriptions for saving America from the welfare plague not only reflect an S g
insistent, if sometimes unconscious, racism but rest on the bedrock of patriarchy. They are rooted 1 spi
in the fantasy of a male presence as a path to social and economic salvation and in its corollary— i tha
the image of woman as passive chattel, constitutionally so afflicted by her condition that the only L ap
recourse is to transfer her care from the hands of the state to the hands of a man with a job. The 1% ca
largely ineffectual plans to create jobs for men in communities ravaged by disinvestment, the state- S5 No
sponsored dragnets for men who cannot or will not support their children, the exhortations for |- - cas
women on welfare to find themselves a man and get married, all are the institutional expressions - - pre
of the same worn cultural illusion—that women and children without a man are fundamentally = ' the
damaged goods. Men are such a boon, the reasoning goes, because they make more money than :
women do. J " be
Were we truly serious about an end to poverty among women and children, we would take the tei
Jogical next step. We would figure out how to make sure women who did a dollar’s worth of work got .~ o
a dollar’s worth of pay. We would make sure that women could go to work with their minds at ease, - for
knowing their children were well cared for, What women on welfare need, in large measure, are the - Ay
things key to the life of every adult womarit: economic security and autonomy. Women need the skills - far
and the legitimate opportunity to earn a living for ourselves as well as for people who may rely on :
us; we need the freedom {0 make choices to improve our own lives and the lives of those dear to us. g i
“T'he real problem is not welfare,” says Kathryn Edin, a professor of sociology at Ruigers Uni- .. A
versity and a scholar in residence at the Russell Sage Foundation. “The real problem is the nature of ' 5

low-wage work and lack of support for these workers—most of whom happen to be women raising
their children alone.” Completing a five-year study of single mothers——some low-wage worke
some welfare recipients—Edin 18 quantifying what common Sense and bitter experience have told
millions of women who rotate off and on the welfare rolls: Women, particularly unskilled women
with children, get the worst jobs available, with the least amount of health care, and are the m
frequently laid off. “The workplace is not oriented toward people who bave family responsibilities
she says. “Most jobs are set up assuming that someone else is minding the kids and doesn’t need

assistance.” E
But the writers and scholars and politicians who wax most rhapsodic about the need to replac

welfare with work make their harsh judgments from the comfortable and supportive environs of
fices and libraries and think tanks. If they need to go to the bathroom midsentence, there is 10.00
timing their absence. If they take longer than a half-hour for lunch, there is no one waiting to do¢
their pay. If their baby sitter gets sick, there is no risk of someone having taken their place at WoI
by the next morning. Yet these are conditions that low-wage women routinely face, which ine\_’:' )
lead to the cyclical nature of their welfare histories. These are the realities that many of the 1
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lier, or a decade later, 1 might now be living on welfare in the

Robert Taylor Homes ot working as a hospital nurse’s aide for $6.67 an hour. People who think such
things could never have happened to me haven’t met enough poor people to know beiter. The avenue

of escape can be very narrow indeed. The hope and encrgy of the 1960s—fueled not only by a grow-
ing economy but by all the passions of a great national quest-—is long gone. The sense of possibility
I knew has been replaced with the popular cultural carrency that money and those who have it are

everything and those without are nothing.
Much has been made of the culture of the underclass, the culture of poverty, as though they

were the free-floating illnesses of the African-American poor, rendering them immune to other
influences: the widespread American culture of greed, for example, or of cynicism. It is a thinly
veiled continuation of the endless projection of “dis-case” onto black life, a convenient way to side-
step a more painful debate about the loss of meaning in American life that has made our entire '
nation depressed and dispirited. The malaise that has overtaken our country is hardly confined to
African-Americans or the poor, and if both groups should disappear tomorrow, our nation would
otill find itself in crisis. To talk of the black “underclass threat” to the public sphere, as Mickey
Kaus does, to demonize the poor among us and thus by association all of us—ultimately this does
more damage to the body politic than a dozen welfare queens. :
When I walk down the strects of my Harlem neighborhood, 1 see women like my mother,
hustling, struggling, walking their children to school and walking them back home. And I also see
women who have lost both energy and faith, talking loud, hanging out. I see the shadow men of a

floating by with a few dollars and a toy, then drifting away to the shelters they call
le girls my sister and I used to be, the little boys my

Had I been born a few years ear

new generation,
home. And I see, a dozen times 2 day, the litt

brothers once were.
Even the grudging, inadequate public heip 1 once had is fading fast for them. The time and pa

tience they will need to re-create themselves is vanishing under pressure for the big, quick fix and
the crushing load of blame being heaped upon them. In the big cities and the small towns of Amer
ica, we have let theory, ideology and mythology ab 5
and their parents.

Journal/Discussion Questions

2. Currently, there is much talk about
even legislative action toward-—reduc
or eliminating A.F.D.C. Discuss these:
posals in light of Bray’s description of
family’s experience.

&  Discuss your own experiences with wel-
fare. Have you ever experienced it di-
rectly? Have you ever been close to anyone
on welfare? Have you tatked to them about
the experience? In what ways was it help-
ful? In what ways was it either not helpful

or perhaps even harmful to them?
1. In light of Bray’s article, what typically
happens to men In families that receive
AFED.C.? How can that issue be best

addressed?




